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Introduction

Whether undocumented immigrants should be granted lawful permanent residence is a question
about law, public safety, economic contribution, family unity, fairness, and the practical capacity of
immigration institutions. The term “illegal immigrant” is commonly used in political debate, while
federal law often uses terms such as “alien” and “unlawfully present.” This essay uses
“undocumented” or “unauthorized immigrant” to describe people who entered without inspection,
overstayed a lawful admission, or otherwise lack current lawful status. The language does not erase
legal violations; it avoids turning a person’s entire identity into one status. A responsible position
should reject two extreme assumptions: that every undocumented resident deserves automatic
citizenship without conditions, or that every person without status is a dangerous criminal who
contributes nothing. Current law provides limited routes to permanent status based on family
relationships, asylum or humanitarian protection, victim status, cancellation of removal, and other
specific provisions, but many long-term residents have no straightforward pathway. Congress could
create a broader legalization program, but it would need eligibility rules, background checks, tax
compliance, waiting periods, labor protections, and border and visa-management reforms to remain
fair and workable (Congressional Research Service, “Unauthorized Immigrants: Frequently Asked
Questions”; Congressional Research Service, “Legalization Framework under the Immigration and
Nationality Act”).

What Residency Means under Current Law

Lawful permanent residence, commonly represented by a green card, permits a noncitizen to live and
work permanently in the United States subject to legal conditions. It is distinct from citizenship, which
generally follows through a separate naturalization process after eligibility requirements are met.
People cannot simply apply for residency because they have lived in the country for several years or
work hard. Adjustment of status usually requires an authorized category, visa availability where
applicable, admissibility, and compliance with statutory rules. Unlawful entry, unauthorized
employment, or unlawful presence can create barriers, though exceptions and waivers exist. Some
undocumented people may qualify through an immediate family relationship, asylum, protection as a
victim of trafficking or certain crimes, special immigrant juvenile status, or provisions for abused
spouses and children. Cancellation of removal for certain nonpermanent residents is available only in
immigration court and requires demanding conditions, including lengthy physical presence and

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 1


https://academic-master.com/the-immigration-and-nationality-act/
https://academic-master.com/the-immigration-and-nationality-act/

@ ’ACADEMIC

exceptional hardship to qualifying relatives. Registry remains tied to an obsolete entry cutoff of
January 1, 1972. These narrow routes demonstrate why the policy debate concerns legislation rather
than a benefit that agencies can simply grant to everyone through discretion (U.S. Citizenship and
Immigration Services, Policy Manual: Adjustment of Status; Executive Office for Immigration Review,
2026).

Security, Screening, and the Rule of Law

Opponents of legalization argue that granting status rewards violation of immigration law and may
encourage future unauthorized entry. This concern deserves a direct response. A legalization program
should not eliminate background checks, identity verification, removal of people who present serious
security threats, or penalties for fraud. It should require applicants to come forward, provide records,
and satisfy defined standards. Border management and visa-overstay enforcement also need credible
administration so that one-time legalization does not become a substitute for a functional future
system. Rule-of-law arguments must also consider whether existing rules are coherent and
enforceable. Millions of people have lived for years in mixed-status families, workplaces, schools, and
communities while the government has neither removed them nor provided a general route to
regularization. A legal framework that produces a large permanent population working and raising
children outside full legal membership can weaken respect for law as well. The policy choice is not
between perfect enforcement and lawlessness; it is between different systems for dealing with an
established population under limited institutional capacity.

The original essay claims that undocumented immigrants commit more crime than native-born
citizens without credible evidence. Immigration status and criminality should not be treated as
synonyms. Entering without inspection or remaining after authorization expires is an immigration
violation, but that does not establish a propensity for violent or property crime. Public safety analysis
should rely on verified data and should distinguish immigration offenses from other criminal conduct.
Policies that encourage victims and witnesses to cooperate with police can improve safety regardless
of status. A legalization system can enhance screening and accountability because applicants identify
themselves and undergo checks. It can also reduce vulnerability to employers, traffickers, and
abusive partners who use fear of immigration enforcement to prevent reporting. This does not mean
every applicant should qualify. Serious violent crimes, national-security concerns, and fraud may be
disqualifying, subject to due process and carefully defined law. Public safety is strengthened by
targeted evidence-based enforcement rather than broad stereotypes tied to nationality, race, or
status.

Economic and Fiscal Effects

Undocumented workers participate in agriculture, construction, hospitality, caregiving,
manufacturing, logistics, services, and entrepreneurship. Many pay sales, property, payroll, or income
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taxes directly or indirectly, even though tax contribution does not itself create a legal right to
residence. Legal status can raise mobility and bargaining power by allowing workers to change jobs,
report wage theft, obtain licenses, and invest in education. Those effects may increase productivity
and tax compliance while reducing the ability of employers to use unauthorized status to suppress
standards for everyone. Economic effects are not uniformly positive in every place or period. Rapid
immigration can increase demand for housing, schools, healthcare, and local services, and effects
differ across federal, state, and local budgets. The Congressional Budget Office estimated that the
recent immigration surge would increase federal revenues and GDP while also increasing some
spending; a separate CBO analysis found fiscal pressure on state and local governments in 2023.
These findings are not estimates of one legalization proposal, but they show why claims that
immigrants are either pure fiscal burdens or costless economic gains are misleading. Policy should
include federal support for communities experiencing concentrated short-term costs (Congressional
Budget Office, 2024; Congressional Budget Office, “Effects of the Surge in Immigration on State and
Local Budgets in 2023").

Families, Childhood Arrivals, and Long-Term
Residence

Many undocumented residents belong to mixed-status families that include U.S.-citizen children,
lawful permanent residents, or citizens as spouses. Removal can separate caregivers from children
and destabilize housing and income. Family unity is not an unlimited defense against enforcement,
but it is a legitimate policy consideration. A person who has lived in the country for twenty years,
raised citizens, maintained employment, and avoided serious crime presents a different equities
analysis from someone who recently entered and has no established ties. Childhood arrivals raise
particularly strong concerns because many did not choose the original migration decision and may
know no other home. A conditional pathway can recognize education, military or public service, work,
and good moral character while maintaining screening requirements. More broadly, time in the
country can be treated as one factor among several rather than an automatic entitlement. Policies
should avoid making family relationships a source of coercion, and they should protect children
without requiring parents to remain permanently undocumented. Unauthorized immigrants are not
generally eligible for the same federal public benefits as citizens. Eligibility varies by program, status,
state law, emergency conditions, and the citizenship of family members. U.S.-citizen children may
receive benefits in their own right even when a parent is undocumented. Describing that assistance
as an undocumented adult “taking citizens’ benefits” confuses the beneficiary and legal basis. Public
schools educate children regardless of status under constitutional doctrine, reflecting both rights and
the practical interest in an educated population. Using another person’s Social Security number is
illegal and can harm the identity holder, but not every undocumented worker does so. Some workers
use Individual Taxpayer Identification Numbers, some have valid work authorization through a
temporary category, and some work off the books. Legalization paired with employment verification
and workplace enforcement could reduce document fraud more effectively than maintaining a labor
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market dependent on unauthorized work. Enforcement should apply to employers who knowingly
exploit or misclassify workers, not only to employees with little bargaining power.

A Conditional Pathway to Permanent Residence

A defensible reform would allow eligible long-term residents to obtain provisional status after
registration, identity and security checks, payment of reasonable fees, and compliance with tax
obligations. Serious criminal or national-security disqualifications should be defined precisely, while
minor offenses and conduct linked to poverty should not automatically produce permanent exclusion.
Applicants could be required to demonstrate continuous residence, employment, education,
caregiving, or community ties. Provisional status would permit lawful work and travel while cases are
processed. Permanent residence could follow after a waiting period, continued compliance, and
completion of requirements such as English and civics learning with accommodations. Applicants
should not receive priority ahead of people already waiting in existing legal categories; Congress
could create additional visa capacity or a separate track. The program should be accompanied by
immigration-court resources, accessible legal information, protections against fraudulent advisers,
modern visa administration, and realistic border and workplace policies. Legalization alone cannot
repair a system if future backlogs and unauthorized employment remain unaddressed. Some citizens
who followed lengthy legal processes may view legalization as unfair. That concern can be reduced
but not eliminated through penalties, waiting periods, and separation from ordinary visa queues. It is
also important to recognize that many undocumented residents had no practical legal line to join,
while others lost status through changing circumstances. Fairness should compare not only migrants
with legal applicants but also workers with employers who benefited from their labor and
communities that have relied on their presence. Others argue that any pathway will encourage future
migration. Expectations can influence behavior, but migration is also driven by labor demand, family
networks, violence, climate, governance, and legal-channel shortages. A credible reform should state
a cutoff date and improve future administration. The ethical goal is neither blanket forgiveness nor
permanent exclusion. It is a system that recognizes human dignity and contribution while maintaining
enforceable rules, public safety, and democratic control over admission (Congressional Research
Service, “Legalization Framework under the Immigration and Nationality Act”).

Conclusion

Undocumented immigrants should not receive automatic permanent residence merely by being
present, but a carefully designed conditional pathway for long-term, screened residents is more
practical and just than maintaining a permanent unauthorized class. Current law provides limited
individualized routes, yet most residents cannot regularize status without new legislation. Economic
evidence shows both contributions and public costs, while crime claims should be evaluated through
data rather than stereotypes. Comprehensive reform should combine registration, background
checks, tax compliance, waiting periods, family and humanitarian considerations, labor enforcement,
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community support, and improved management of future immigration. It should remove people who
present serious threats through due process while allowing qualified residents to earn lawful
membership. Residency is not a reward for breaking rules; under a reformed system, it can be a
structured resolution to decades of inconsistent enforcement and social dependence on unauthorized
labor.
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